Conservation of the Alaska salmon

The first salmon camnery in Alaska was established in 1878. From
that time until the present the industry has grown so that there are
134 canneries yielding products with an average ammal value of about
$35,000,000 and giving employment to more than 20,000 persoms. During
the earlier years the industry maintained a rather steady growth in ao-
cordance with the demand for canned salmon, there being no shortage of
fish despite unwholesome practioces of barricading streams and other
wasteful methods. As time went on, certain regulatory measures were
undertaken within the limits of the laws emacted for that purpose.
These served to alleviate but did not check the inroads being made upon
the capital stock of Alaska's greatest resource. The peak of produc-
tion was reached in 1918, when 6,605,835 cases of salmon were packed.
Since that date the yearly pack has been as follows: 1919, 4,583,688
cases; 1920, 4,429,463 cases; 1921, 2,596,826 cases; 1922, 4,501,652
cases; 1923, 5,035,697 cases; 1924, 5,294,915 cases; and for the year
1925 the pack has been estimated at 4,300,000 cases. The pack in 1928
is smaller than in any preceding year since 1914, except for the year
1921 when, on account of the severe business depression, many camneries
did not operate.

Previous to 1924 the salmen fisheries of the Territery were being
rapidly depleted year by year. ' While the yearly pack had not appreciably
decreased, the fact that depletion was taking place to a very serious
extent was apparent. It was evident that the ammal pack was being
fairly well maintained only by ever increasing fishing operations.



Gear became more extensive in character and smount than ever before. Opere
ations were extended to waters not previocusly considered profitadle for
conmercial exploitation. Finally, productive rivers failed to yield their
former quota. Observations made on the salmon spawning grounds showed in
many instances & grave shortage of breeding salmon.

The Department of Commerce, charged with the enforcement of the law
for the protection of the fisheries of Alaska, was helpless in the matter.
This law, as it existed prior to 1924, gave very little in the way of
suthorising the placing of restrictions upon the ever increasing drain on
the fishing resources. Such authority as existed, when exerted to the
utmost, proved almost wholly ineffective. The law, it is true, imposed
police powers upon the agents and employees of the Department of Commerce,
but it did not take cognizance of shanging conditions. Had the condi-
tions remained indefinitely as they were when the legislation was enacted
there would have been little need for revision, The law of 1906 was
probably sufficient for the comditions thet obtained at that time, but it
could not function with any degree of efficiency 15 or 20 year later,

The law of June 6, 1924, gave broad and comprehemcive power to the
Segretary of Commerce to regulate and conserve the Alaska fisheries,
Acting under this suthority the Secretary,, within a few days of the
approval of the Act, promlgated regulations that placed the salmon
fisheries upon an entirely different basis. The objective point was now
the upbmilding and maintenance of the fishery rescurces of Alaska at
their maximum capacity. The immediate output of fishery products was a
matter of secondary consideration in so far as it was at variasnce with

conservation.



The key to the problem of comserving Alaska's salmon fisheries is the
securing of & safficient escapement of breeding salmon to the spawning
grounds, and Congress has declared that this escapement shall be not less
than 50 per cent of the run each year., With the end by which comservation
may be secured clearly in view, the steps that mmst be taken to secure that
end are much easier of accomplishment.

The regulations issued in June, 1924, under the authority of the new
legislation, were somewhat less drastic than would have been the case had
1%t been possible to issue them before the fishermen began their season's
work with their operations planned under the old law and regulations,

The regulations issued for the season of 1925 were much more stringent
in character. Provision was made for 12 general fishing areas. These
areas were so defined that the restrictions necessary to bring about the
proper escapement would be practically the same throughout any one area.
Regulations varying aceording to the local circumstances were prescribed
for each arees separately. Restrictive measures have taken the form
chiefly of limited close seasons, the total prohidition of certain forms
of fishing gear, and limitations on the size and amount of such fishing
gear as i‘u permitted. In 76 specific fishing grounds, fishing for sal-
mon is entirely prohibited.

One of the means of restricting salmonm fishing operations in 1925
was the requirement of & distance interval of 1 miles between traps in
the lIcy Strait-Lynn Canal district of southeastern ilaska. Previous
to this the distance interval was 1,800 feet. In the season of 1924,

76 traps were operated in this district, which took a total of 3,797,392
salmon, an average of 49,966 per trap. Under the new restriction only

56 traps were operated in 1925, a reductiomn of 20, or 20 per cent.



These 56 traps took 2,951,177 salmon, or an average of 52,700 per trap.
4 striking feature of this is the fact that nearly 850,000 fewer salmon
were taken in 1925 than in 1924 by traps in these waters which for many
years have been the scene of the most intemsive trap fishing in Alaska.
There was & small inorease in the average catch per trap in 1925, dut
this would be a logical and natural result of the reduced mumber of traps.
In order further to protect the greatly depleted run of red salmon
to the spawning grounds of this district in the headwaters of the Chilkat
and Chilkoot Rivers, all commercial fishing was prohibited in the waters
of Lynn Canal north of the south end of the first island south of Seduction
Point. This resulted in considerable agitation, it being alleged that the
regulation was discriminatory and prevented the natives of the Chilkate
Chilkoot region from fishing for salmon while the traps which could still
be operated in waters lower down caught the fish bound for the Chilkat and
Chilkoot Rivers. As the canmery at Haines for which these matives fished
was not operated in 1925, it was not possidble to determine the extent to
which catches would have been made with gill nets below the closing line,
but there is ample evidence that there was & heavy reduction in the catech
made by traps due to the increased distance interval imposed in respect to
them. No hardship resulted so far as the, natives were concerned, as
there was ample opportunity for them to secure employment in & shrimp
cannery and elsewhere. The restrictions on gill net fishing in Iymm
Canal waters were removed in the fall, thus giving the natives and others
a full opportunity to catch coho and chum salmon, the runs of which were
not so much in need of protection.
An investigation later in the season developed the gratifying fact
that there was a good escapement of red salmon to the Chilkat and Chilkoot



spawning grounds, thus showing the bemeficial effects of the regulations,

The stoppage of all commercial fishing for salmon in the Tukon area has
pat an end to any apprehemsion that the natives of the interdior of Alaska
will de deprived through commercial fishing of & supply of food either for
themselves or for their dogs. Commercial fishing operations will be pro-
hibited in the waters off the mouth of the Ruskokwim River in 1926, This
river also pemetrates far inte the interlor of Alasks, and the comditions
inland are somewhat similar to those that obtain along the Yukon., Both
flow into Jering Ses.

In securing & 50 per cent escapement of salmon, as reguired Yy law,
weirs have been constructed in a mumber of important salmon streams at
which the mumber of fish escaping fishery operations may bde actually
counted. These counting operations not only enadble the Department t‘e
regulate fishing in the immediate waters involved, but the results obtained
serve as a check upon requirements in other waters. is a result of counts
made at weirs in the Chignik and Earluk Rivers in 1925, commercisl fishing
operations were suspanded for certain periocds in the adjoining waters by
direction of the Department,

A line of scientific work is being carried on by the Bureau of
Pisheries, which it is expected will be of the greatest value in determining
where restrictions on fishing will be most effective for the protection of
the runs of salmon to specific streams, This is the tagging of salmon and
the compilation of data regarding the time and place of their recapture,
For the past three seasons work of this character has bean carried on along
the Alasks Peninsula, and during 1924 and 1925 in parts of southeastern
Alaskn, It seems certain that salmon follow definitely established routes
of migration in returning from their feeding grounds in the oscean to the



streams in which they will spasm. No matter how complete the protection
given immedistely off the mouth of the spamming stream may be, the run will
be in danger of depletion if the various kinds of gear are permitted %o
capture the fish unrestrictedly slong the route of migration. When these
migration routes are better known it will be poseible to effect the necessary
protection for certain runs all along the route over which they will pass to
reach the spawning grounds, This, of course, is a complicated problem, but
it is felt that progrees is being made each year, and Just as fast as knowledge
warrants, restrictions can be imposed under the satherity of the present law,

A speoial investigation was made of the spawming grounds of the Copper
River region. This was not as comprehensive as some surveys, dut it seems
clear that the run of red salmon in 1926 was mmch smaller than woual and that
there was consequent underseeding of the spawning bdeds despite the stringent
regulations imposed by the Department upon fishing in waters of the Copper
River Deltas In some places the mative residemts of the Copper River waterw
shed made sufficient catches to provide for their local food regquirements,
while in other cases it is reported that there was a shortage although mot of
& serious mature, The run of king salmon in the Copper River in 1926 was of
normal proportions.

An sotive patrol of the fishing grounds of Alaske was carried on through-
out the fishing season, extending from May to September, scoording to the
loeality. 1In 1925 mearly 200 persons were engaged, including the Buresu's
regular field foree in Alasks and about 125 stream guarde temporarily em-
ployed who were stationed at the mouths of important salmon streams to preo-
vent unlawful fishing in closed waters., Ten vessels owned by the Duresm
were engaged on patrol work and an equal mmber were specially chartered for
varying perieds. A sumber of small boats were also used by stresn guards,
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Pollowing are a few extrscts from reports of experienced employees
of the Bureau of Pisheries showing the satisfactory escapement of salmon
to the spawning grounds in & yamber of streams im Alasks in the season
of 1928

South Arm, Port Desuclers (2 streams): },w‘)#gma, dupt I, 11357

There has been an exceedingly large run of chums here & little
earlier in the season, az the stream is crowled with spemt fish,

BEstimated about 20,000 hmmpbacke and 2,000 clmms spawning at the

present time, and there are many large schools of hmmpbecks still

in the bay.

Point Barries 2 W Mheus, Sepd (11938
Vert up stream sbout 4 milesy there is 2 tremendous run of

mupbacks there at present although the water is exceptionally low.

Bagle Oreslt 3 U Mo, Lyr 30925
Went uwp strean for about & mile. Bstimated at least 50,000

humpbacks spawning. Thay were absoluiely packed in the stream.

Thows Bay: g,u,w‘w, a.%@, 26,1925

Vent up stream about 2 miles. Stream fs wall supplied with
fish all the way and still there are many in the bay. The proteoc-
tion they have had the last three years is why Sthere are so many
this year. '

Paul Toung Creek: W e Ram | Al 16,125
Pish showing everywhere, Walked up stresm about & mile and

saw fish lying around thicks A% o conservative estimate I should



Juige there are 75,000 fish in and around the mouth of the stream,

Cholmondeley Seund, West arm v 7. Blam , A 171925

There were about 1,500 or 2,000 fish playing around the mouth of
the stream, most of them being humpbagks., As we proceeded upsiream,
fish were lying around thick. Some fish were making their way upstream.

Eoire Sound, North A NN, Ream | dyt 17,1425

There were fish everywhere around the mouth of stream. There was
lote of water and probably 20,000 or 30,000 fish around mouth of stream.
Valiced up sides of stream and saw fish thick all over. Aibout 90 per cent
of these were humpbacke and the rest dogs. This stream has more fish
in sight than any we have vieited,

Johnson Cove: NN, By, duft 18,1425,

There were 20,000 or 25,000 fish playing around mouth of stream.
Went upstream for & considerable distance and the fish were thick all
the way up, about 70 per cent of which were hmmpbacks and the rest dog

salmon.

Dickwn Jey; ¥est Arms W N Ben, Lffa3,/43s,
Pollowed upstream considerable distemce. It is full of fish,
about 80 per cent of which are dog salmon and the rest humpbacks.

Diclasan Bay, South Awm: W N, Star, 4qT. 24,1925
This is one of the greatest fish streame we have visited at any

time., There were a few fish around mouth of the stream, but dead
and decayed spemt fish were lying arcund in thousands, We wemt o
considerable distance upstresm, and as far as we went the fish were
Just as thick, There seemed to be no end to them. |
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EKeogan Creek: W N Fpnnn Suph 24 1925,
Some natives were camped here curing fish., Vent upstream for
some distance. Quite & mumber of fish in stream.

As bearing further uwpon the generally satisfactory escapement of bdreeding
salmon secured in Southeastern Alaska in 1925, the following is extracted from
the report of an agent of the Pureau of Pisheries:

We have heard no discouraging reports from any quarter relative to

the escapement, on the comtrary all reports reaching us from those liv-

ing in the various localities in Southeast Alaska, hmnters, trout fisher-

men and others are to the effect that the escapements in the various
localities are the best they have seen for years and in most cases remind
them of old times. While the pack was light in this immediate vicinity,
in comparison with some other years, the reports of escapement are most
encouraging.

The foregoing are examples selected at random among the mumerous cases
that could be cited of specific results due to the Department's regulations
nmmumwworumut»mmum
tain future runs at their maximum plame of produectivity. These results have
not been secured in sll cases, as there are reports of streams in some
localities which have not had as large escapements of dreeding salmon as are
considered essential for the future welfare of the salmon industry. In these
cases further and more drastic regulations will de made effective and will be
contimed in force until the desired results are secured.

As contrasted with the situation in Southeasternm Alaska, attention is
called to the Bristol Iay region of Western Alaska which is the scene of the
most important red salmon fishery of the Territory. Stringent regulations
in regard to the length of the season and the character of fishing
apparstus had been imposed, btut upon arrival about the middle of the season
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of th; Cormissioner of Fisheries, who waes accompanied by Congressman
White and Congressman Free of the Committee on Merchant Marine and Fhlioriu,
it was discovered that the run was exceedingly light and that there was an
insufficient escapement of salmon to the spawning grounds. Further regu~
lations were immediately imposed, but netwithstanding this action, subse-
quent investigation showed that the spawning grounds were inadequately
seeded. Additional restrictions upon commercial operations will be neces~
sary to reestablish the rums in this region.

Following are extracts from the report om the inspection of Iliamna
ard Lake Clark spawning grounds, of the Bristol Bay distriet:

"The Iliamma River harbors no salmon and the natives have not caught
enough to eat at any time during the season. They are prospecting every
stream where a few salmon can be caught and have but a small portion of
the number taken in average years. All were taken in the streams along the
north shore and away from Iliamma River.

"Trips were made to all the prineipal spawning areas in the district
and everywhere the same depleted condition was noticeable. Practiscally
all the fish entering some of the smaller streams were taken by natives
for home consumption and dog feed.

" We estimated that 15,000 red salmon covered everything that this
season represented in Kokhomak Creek, or about 9% of last season, which
wap also small in comparison with other years.

"The conditioms in Copper River duplicated those of Kokhonak Creek
as to numbers and sigze. A close check was made of those dead on the
banks and in the water and also those alive in the m‘;- which together
totaled about 25,000 red salmen, or 17% of last year.

"On our trip up the Newhalen River en route to Lake Clark few spawners

were noticed and small numbers appeared on the drying rakks at the different
fish villages we passed.
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"Very few fish were in evidence over the entire Lake Clark district.

"Hone were visible along the lake shore and on the Tarmalian beach
in the lake near the mouth of Tarmalian Creek there was registered a
complete failure, the first in 30 years to the knowledge of locel white
men having lived at this point.

"There were cbout 200 red selmon spawned in the Woody Island Lakes.,
lany of the smaller streams contained more salmon than last year, although
i{he numbers wers few, but in the aggregate were far less, in faet about
10 per cent of last year.

"In sumning up the escapsment and resulis in this area we must report
a discouraging outlook for the future of this cyele. It has boen the
poorest escapement in the history ef the industry aecording to old residents
who have fished in the lakes for home .se for over 30 years. It became
necessary for the netivee to kill more then half of their sled dogs at the
date of our visit and mmny more dogs will follow before enow falls. Im
years of scarciiy such vs this, the natives require nearly all the salmon
for home use that escape the commerciasl fishermen to the utter depletion
of some streems, and this coupled with the small sisze of the fish filtering
through the commercial nets which comprised most of the cscapement and

were mainly males, presents a most discouraging prospect.’
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Like the Bristol Bay region referred to above, there are various
other waters suffering from an inadequate seeding of the beds this year
in conse uence of which further restrictive measures in the regions
affected will be necessary. Following extracts from a number of reports
by employees of the Bureau of p.shoriu showing this condition:

Southeast Alaska.
Eagle
Eagle Riyver: (F. W. Hynes, Aug. 21, 1925.)

The men said there had been no boats fishing in Bradfield Canal this
season. Returned to Lagle River and ascended several miles on the flood
tide. The stream averages 300 feet in vwidth and is ewift and murky. I
have been told thet this stream has & good run of kings and quite a fair
run of chums and humpbacks, but we saw no spent fish of any species, and
none were ascending, sc the old trap which used to be ascross the mouth
et G pitiort tiey v

Went up Bagle River at the head of Bradfield. Got up about 5 miles
above the mouth, using the outboard motor. Examined both branches of the
stream but found absolutely no evidence of any salmon run, although there
were many hair seals in the stream.

Shoemaker Bay: (F. W. Hynes, Aug. 25, 1925.)

Examined a small stream there, but found mo salmon, slthough there
is plenty of water to msccommodate a emall rum.
Port Protection: F. W. Hynes, Sept. 16, 1925.

Covered the bay thoroughly with the skiff and outboard motor but
found mo salmon rum in any of the several small streams. No fishing

boats were seen during the day.
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Dundas River: M. J. O'Connor, Aug. 3, 1925.)

The Dundes River was fished intemsively. It was estimated there were
about 18,000 red salmon taken there. It is doubtful if this number went
up tc the spawning beds. Otream Vatchman H. Cokoloff did not report any-
thing like that number going up the stream.

5%, James Bay: (1. J. O(Connor, fept. 25, 1925.)

The siream carries considerable silt after rains. There were only
about 600 spawned chums nux,' usually between 35,000 and 40,000 salmon spawn
here.

Alaska Feninsula.
Bear River leke: (L. G. Wingard, Aug. 19, 1925.)

The total escapement into Bear River Lake was a little better than
50,000 fish. It should have been 200,000 in my opinion.

Ikatap: (L. G. Wingard, Aug. 4, 1925.

Anchored off stream flowing from lske about 2 miles below Ikatan
cannery. Walked around lake without seeing & single red salmom. This lake
was stocked with red salmon severzl years ago.

Keorovin Bay: (W. M. Laing, Aug. 18, 1925.)
Examined the lake and stream but saw only a small amount of fish.



In addition to seeing that there is full compliance with that require-
mont of law of a 50 per cent escapement of salmomn, it is the practice and
aim of the Department to require and secure a greater escapement in those
instances where depletion through overfishing or for matural canses necessi-
tates such action, In short, the sole objective is to reestadlish the
rans of salmon and maintain them upon their highest possidle levels At the
seme time 1t 1o the Department’s poliay to stimlate the fullest use of
Alaska's fishery resources, consistent with requirements of law and the
necessities of conservatiom. This is conservation in its highest sense,

The mew and comprehensive act of 1926 and the broad regulatory suthority
which 1% gives o the Secretary of Commerce assure the future welfare of the
fisheries of Alaska, Definite progress hes already been made, contimued
beneficial resulfs will follow, and eventually there will be full restoration
of the former abundance of salmen in Alaskan waters,






